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This talk studies the interaction between the sociophonetic variable /s/ in American English 

and the visual transformation of men beauty vloggers on YouTube. Phonetic characteristics of 

sibilant fricative /s/ in English are well-studied indexes of gender identity. It is found that the 

frontness of /s/ can index the level of femininity and queerness (e.g., Schwartz, 1968; 

Campbell-Kibler, 2011; Zimman, 2017; Calder, 2019). Men beauty vloggers are men who 

apply makeup to themselves in their vlogs in order to teach makeup skills or to recommend 

beauty products. In their makeup tutorial videos, they usually transform from relatively 

masculine looks to rather feminine looks. Since /s/ and visual transformation are both embodied 

variables and are often integrated into the process of self-representation, it is predicted that the 

visual transformation would correlate with changes in their productions of /s/. When the visual 

appearances of the vloggers transform from masculine to relatively feminine, the /s/ tokens in 

their speech might also gradually shift to be more fronted.  

 

The analysis is based on 100 sample YouTube videos of 20 vloggers and over 40 thousand /s/ 

token. Analysis of the correlation between the CoG of /s/ and the time course of putting on 

makeup in sample videos finds both intra-speaker style shifts and inter-speaker differences 

(Table1). Intra-speaker style shifts of /s/ are found from 8 out of 20 vloggers. Significant 

correlations have been found in 8 out of 20 sample vloggers. For these 8 vloggers, their CoG 

of /s/ shifts significantly by the end of the visual transformations. However, the directions of 

the shifts are different. For 5 of the vloggers, their CoG of /s/ increases gradually through the 

visual transformation and for the other 3 vloggers, their CoG of /s/ decreases gradually through 

the visual transformation. Besides the differences in directions of the shifts, the analysis also 

finds other inter-speaker differences including the average and range of CoG of /s/ and styles 

of visual transformations.  

 

Besides gender, the frontness of /s/ can index qualities like “loud”, “harsh” and “aggressive” 

(Fastl, 2005; Kajino, 2014; Calder, 2019). This explains the complexity of the results and the 

inter-speaker differences observed, although there are few differences between the vloggers’ 

visual transformation. The results suggest that the vloggers make use of various social 

meanings of /s/ to fulfil different functions like persona construction, branding and networking. 



For example, James Charles, one of the sample vloggers, has generally more fronted /s/ 

(average CoG of /s/ is 7514 Hz) and constructs an online persona of a young, excitable and 

passionate “makeup artist. Many of his videos are about creative makeup looks. While other 

vloggers, like Jeffree Star, use less fronted /s/ constructing online personae of composed and 

experienced “product reviewer” to win viewers’ trust.  

 

For implication, by observing quite salient style-shifting of /s/ in a relatively short time course, 

this study is able to illustrate the concept of embodiment showing how the body participates in 

the process of self-representation and how embodied variables interact with each other.  
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